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POETRY

NON-FICTION

PASTELS
JAYNE ALBRECHT

THE DELICACIES IN THE
WHITE CITY

Chalk pastels screech across the page
the edge not warmed up deafens,
breaks eardrums, cries out for help.
A new pastel― oil this time―
glazes over fingers and plasters the inside of
ears with affection and soft breaks.
Fingers tear open with paper cuts and
plead for a band aid, but oil pastels
are already rushing to aid the wound
and chalk pastels run around
shrieking for help as if someone is dying.
Keep drawing.
Title the piece an assortment of letters,
an acronym of feelings of loneliness
only you will understand.
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ELEANORE MCMANUS

My first impression of Arequipa was that the streets were too narrow.
After a day and a night on multiple buses from Chile to Southern Peru,
I was relieved when the barren landscape outside the window slowly
turned from endless desert to lush farmland to city skyline. Our double-decker bus steadily lumbered down the cobbled roads on the outskirts
of the city. The buildings became bigger as we approached the terminal,
but the lane we rolled down didn’t expand proportionately. As the bus
swayed back and forth, I could have reached out of my window and left a
handprint on the concrete wall a foot away, my first interaction with the
dust that I would soon discover clung to everything in the city. Wrapping
my arms around my backpack, I eagerly peered out the window looking
for a sign indicating the “Terminal Terrestre” was nearby. Five minutes
later, the bus got stuck.
A groan rose from the seats around me as the other passengers realized what had happened. Our driver had misjudged the angle needed
to turn a four-axle vehicle around a sharp corner, tightly wedging us
between the buildings lining either side of the road. A few of the men
jumped up and climbed down the stairs to assess the situation, while
others hung out of the windows and yelled at no one in particular. On the
ground people argued and gestured dramatically like air traffic control
guiding a Boeing-737 down the tarmac. The women sighed resignedly
and started punching numbers into their cell phones, shaking their heads
as if to say, “It’s happened again.”
The locals outside jumped to action. Women with strings of sodas tied
together and slung around their necks spilled out of apartments and onto
the bus. They pushed past eachother to access the outstretched hands of
passengers, offering homemade snacks in exchange for coins and small
bills. I bought a bag of chicharrones (fried pork rinds) and roasted corn
kernels: my first taste of the legendary food of Arequipa. I gnawed on
the leathery meat for a few minutes before stashing the greasy bag in the
bottom of my backpack. After a 13-point turn, the bus driver managed to
wiggle free and we began to inch forward once again. Followed by a long
line of impatient cars, we squeezed into the terminal half an hour later.
Arequipa has a different flavor than other parts of Peru. You see it at
dawn when the sun peeks out from behind the three volcanoes that loom
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over the city. You hear it deep in your lungs as you run up the stairs to
the city overlook: a gasping whisper reminding you to slow down and
pay some respect to the 8,000 feet between you and sea level. I tasted it
when I first crept into the city on the bus that was too big for the street:
salty pork and sweet soda and determination to keep moving forward.
Compared to the humid coast of Lima or the green mountains of Cusco,
Arequipa is an oasis in a desert that stretches for miles in every direction.
Before I arrived in Arequipa, I thought city lights only twinkled in
poems. I soon discovered that from my regular rooftop perch roof at
midnight, the city shimmers in and out of existence like a constellation
that disappears when you look at it directly. Flashing billboards in the
commercial center gradually give way to street lights in the neighborhoods that climb the steep slopes of Misti, Chachani, and Pichu Pichu.
Most of the residential buildings are made from concrete and red bricks,
but the historical district is carved from the white volcanic rock that gives
Arequipa the nickname “The White City.” Over a million people live in
this sprawling metropolis. The city is well known for its imposing blend
of Spanish and native architecture, not to mention the three 19,000 foot
volcanoes lining the skyline. Ask any local what the single best thing
about Arequipa is, however, and you will always receive the same answer:
“We have the best food in the world.”
Down one of the many side streets that crisscross the city there is an
unspectacular arched doorway in the white sillar stone. Above the heavy
wooden doors is carved “La Capitana” and the year 1928. When you actively look for it, the entrance becomes elusive and you end up walking in
circles with your stomach growling. When you wander casually, your feet
lead you straight to the heavy double doors. This is the entrance to one
of Arequipa’s oldest and most popular picanterías, local restaurants that
serve traditional dishes.
The walls of La Capitana are white and covered from ceiling to floor
in writing: primarily names, but also quotes, dates, and small pictures.
Sharpies are available upon request, and additions are encouraged. The
kitchen is completely open and visible to customers, each burner on the
massive stoves constantly fired and heating pots large enough to crawl
inside. The pots are full to the brim with the caldo (soup) of the day,
estofado (stew), and various potato casseroles. Lining the kitchen counters are pans full of steaming vegetables, crunchy fritters, and rice dishes.
Merely glancing at the kitchen from the long tables is enough to make
your mouth water.
In picanterías, everyone sits together. No party is too big to be accommodated: everyone just slides over to make room for the new arrivals,
and more benches can always be procured. My first time in La Capitana,
I ate my first rocoto relleno while crammed between my friends on one
side and a small group of men who reminded me of my grandfather on
the other. They nodded to us but were busy quietly talking and drinking

large quantities of chicha, the fermented corn beverage that is overwhelmingly popular in Arequipa. The smell of sautéed beef and onions
wafted up towards me as I cut into my spicy stuffed pepper, and I knew
that I’d made a good meal choice. One of my friends who was also new
to the city ordered blindly off the menu, looking enthusiastic but puzzled
when his dish arrived: gray strips of meat sliced thinly and served with a
tangy yellow sauce and vegetables. He took big bites and chewed slowly,
describing the rubbery texture and wondering aloud what it was. Intestines? Squid? As we reached the end of the meal, one of the grandpas
glanced over and smiled, gesturing at the dish. “Es una especialidad!” he
explained, beaming. “Te gusta?” My friend smiled and nodded, mouth
full. The man said a word in Spanish that none of us knew, then gestured
as if he was weighing a piece of fruit in his hand. “Cojones!” He repeated.
“El mejor del mundo!” My friend’s smile became slightly fixed, as if it
wanted to slide off his face but he was holding it there forcefully. Now,
when he returns to La Capitana, he makes sure to specify that he wants
anything except cow testicles.
Food in Arequipa isn’t exclusive to restaurants. There is more food
sold on the side of the street than in any fancy bistro for tourists. A ten
minute walk from La Capitana leads to one of the bridges across the Rio
Chili, and a constant crowd of people and vehicles stream across the river. Puente Grau isn’t a genuine bus stop, since the small vans only pause
momentarily to let passengers squeeze on and off before plunging back
into the feeding frenzy of traffic. After dark the bridge is a hub for street
food as people wait for their transportation home.
By 9:30pm, the old woman with a basket of bread the size of a small
hot tub is perched on the corner, constantly handing small loaves of
bread to customers and pocketing coins. Beyond her, right before the
street dissolves into a raging sea of taxis, vans, and buses, vendors with
carts serve glasses of thick, steaming emoliente: herbal tea with toasted
barley, sugar, and flax seed. Women roasting anticuchos, skewers of what
my family would call “mystery meat,” have a steady stream of business
as people coming straight from work or school need a quick snack before
they board a bus. After three failed attempts to eat anticuchos without
being violently ill later that night, I gave up my goal of eating exactly like
a local. The illustrious food tours that agencies offer for tourists in Arequipa don’t stop at this corner – some of the best Arequipa has to offer is
reserved for the residents with stronger stomachs.
As soon as you leave the tourist sector, Arequipa is not the picture-perfect city that travelers imagine. I was reminded of that every time I
shook sand out of my laundry before folding it, or when my face and
arms burned red from the extreme UV exposure that has dramatically
increased in the last few years. What it lacks in grandeur it makes up for
in the strong hum of life that buzzes incessantly, and the sensation is
strongest at the markets. Supermarkets exist, but only the shoes of the
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wealthy can be heard clattering down the tile floors in search of wonder
bread or peanut butter. The outdoor markets are the beating heart of the
city: people enter empty-handed and funnel back into the streets with
bags of fresh food, returning to their families and kitchens.
Eight blocks away from the city plaza, the market of San Camilo offers
everything you aren’t able to find in a picantería or at a street stand.
Every aisle is arranged by type of food and splashed with color. Purple
eggplants and emerald peppers sit stacked in pyramids in the vegetable
section next to a virtual kaleidoscope of potatoes. Women with wheels of
white, spongy cheese hack off a chunk and wrap it in newspaper before
handing it to you, and pale chickens swing by their feet from the top of
stalls. Fruit is stacked high above the heads of the vendors: pomegranates
ready to burst with small red gems, bananas hanging from strings like
clusters of yellow bats, juicy mangos that stain your chin with sticky nectar. On the weekends, schoolchildren scoop shiny olives from barrels and
onto a scale as their parents bounce babies on their knee and supervise
closely.
The market is a place where tourists and locals both frequent regularly: you can tell the difference by observing who’s taking photos of stacks
of onions and who’s haggling over the price. The best view of the expanse
of San Camilo is from the family restaurants lining the walls of the second floor. On Sunday mornings, rain or shine, friends or alone, I regularly stopped at my favorite hole-in-the-wall and ordered the same thing:
a bowl of adobo. The pork stew is one of the most well-known dishes of
Arequipa. The thick broth and tender meat come together and leave a
lingering taste for hours after the bowl has been scraped clean. It has
become known as the hangover stew, and when I arrived early enough
on Sunday mornings I was often joined by partygoers who never made
it home on Saturday night and sat hunched over hot, steaming bowls of
adobo inhaling the restorative aroma. The women at my favorite adobo
joint began to recognize me after a few weeks, and eventually didn’t even
ask me what I wanted before waving me onto a stool and placing a bowl
of the stew before me. Families around me would laugh and gossip and
pass bread around the table; small children stared up at me with big eyes
as I devoured a bowl of adobo in minutes. Occasionally students tried
to practice their English with me. Once a teenager asked for the translation of adobo, and I had to explain that there was no direct synonym in
my language. His eyes widened in astonishment and he shook his head
sympathetically. A life without adobo, he seemed to be thinking, is a life
without flavor.
As my taxi darted in and out of traffic and scraped against walls plastered in posters advertising Inka-Cola, my previous observation resurfaced in my mind: the streets in this city are just too narrow. This time I
was headed north to the airport, leaving Peru after six months and beginning my slow journey back to the U.S. My driver made small talk and I

took the opportunity to practice my Spanish, knowing my time immersed
in another language was coming to an end.
“Did you enjoy Arequipa?” he asked.
“Claro que si!” I replied. “Of course!” Mixed feelings about my departure poured out unexpectedly. In choppy Spanish I told him that I
would miss the wonderful people, incredible cuisine, and my culinary
adventures while wandering the city. I voiced a very real concern that I
wouldn’t be able to eat a mango in the states again after being spoiled
here. “However,” I admitted, “I am glad to return to my country where
I can drink clean water from the sink and where I am not worried about
death from a bus.”
He grinned into the rearview mirror and nodded appreciatively,
swerving around a stationary van and accelerating to shoot the gap as
a street light ahead turned red. “There is a lot that needs improvement
here. We have many things to be proud of, but many more that need to
be changed.”
For the first time since my arrival five months before, I had found an
Arequipeño who didn’t think the city was perfect. I laughed out loud.
“You aren’t from Arequipa,” I teased him.
“No, no, born and raised here. I love this city, but we have significant
problems with corruption and pollution. And don’t get me started on
traffic.”
He paused, head cocked to one side, considering. “But you’re right. We
do have the best Food in the world.”
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